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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, April the 11th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Dr. Ken White, Dean of the
College of Agriculture and Applied Science as well as the Director of the Utah Agricultural
Experiment Station and the Vice President for Extension Services at Utah State University. This
is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is
Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate intern. Good afternoon, Dr. White.

KW:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So let's start by asking when you began your career at Utah State University and where you came
from previously.

KW:

Sure. Thank you. I came to Utah State University July 1st of 1991. Prior to that, I was a tenured
associate professor at Louisiana State University in the Department of Animal Science. I came
here, resigned tenure, you know, won tenure a second time here, and have been in primarily a
research role with a small teaching assignment until I guess it was July of 2008, at which time,
following a national search, I was appointed as the Department Head in the Animal, Dairy, and
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Veterinary Sciences Department and functioned in that role, retaining my research appointment,
until July of 2013 at which time I was appointed to my current positions.
TW:

And is that true also for the Directorship of the Utah Agricultural Experiment Station and the
Vice Presidency of the Extension Services?

KW:

Yes, all of those. All three titles. I was appointed all three positions in July of 2013.

[02:07]
TW:

And as the Dean of the College of Agriculture and Applied Sciences, could you talk to some of
the major initiatives and priorities for the college prior to COVID in, let's say, fall of 2019, early
spring 2020?

KW:

Sure. At that time, you know, we're always dealing with water issues. And so, certainly, I don't
remember the timing, but it was probably fairly close to when we'd work with the legislature and
were able to receive almost a million dollars of new funding for what we refer to as the Water
Initiative. Created a few new positions and also helped expand the Center for Water-Efficient
Landscape as well as create a research pot to help fund short-term research projects specifically
dealing with water, water conservation, targeting some of our agricultural applications which
obviously use the majority of the water in the state of Utah.
I can't remember whether—I think we also had been successful, Dean Luecke and I, in another
state appropriation which was the Public Lands Initiative, which I think was a $600,000, if I
remember correctly, request. Again, it helped support, provide some ongoing support to expand
and work with the Berryman Institute. Also, with the forestry efforts as well as our recreation
programs and then also created a $300,000 pot of money for research in public lands
management.

[04:01]
And then, obviously, we were creating—we had established a new program within—at that time,
it was referred to as the School of Applied Science Technology Education, the Outdoor Products
Design and Development Program that was catching a lot of enthusiasm. And we were in the
process of adding a position or two to that to be able to meet the needs there as well as, you
know, it's been a college that, you know, ever since—even before I was appointed in 2013, it's a
college that's continued to grow student numbers.
I think in '18 was probably right before or maybe—excuse me. You said '19. Sorry. I think '19
may have also been—I'm trying to remember when we—if it wasn't late '19, it was early '20. We
took on the responsibility—but I think it was late '19 because it's always—it's been kind of an
issue that we've had to deal with during COVID. But we took on the responsibilities in my
college of the technical education certificates which involve that southeast portion of Utah—you
know, Price, Blanding, and Moab—which obviously created some interesting issues when
COVID hit because all of those programs are essentially really hands-on. I mean, how do you
teach someone how to weld remotely?
[05:46]
And, again, generally, both on the College side and particularly this is true on the Extension side,
you know, we were having some turnover based on retirements and things, so we were actively
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looking for faculty and conducting faculty searches and hiring new and exciting new faculty,
again, both at the College level but really on the Extension side. You know, when I became the
vice president for Extension in 2013, my associate vice president and I looked very carefully at
numbers and realized that within the next, you know—from '13, the next 5 to 7 years, over 70
percent of the current Extension faculty would be at least at retirement age, and that's pretty much
proven true. Yeah.
So, you know, again, probably most of the same types of problems and issues we were dealing
with as a college that most deans and colleges deal with across campus. I think, you know, we're
always kind of in a position where a lot of our programs, even the academic programs here in
Logan, tend to be very hands-on. Of course, we have the School of Veterinary Medicine, the twoyear program partnership with Washington State University that was going strong. Certainly, you
know, tracking how the students and admissions and so forth were going. So, again, probably a
lot of similar issues we were dealing with that every dean deals with across the campus.
TW:

So in spring semester of 2020, how did the news of the initial COVID outbreak in the United
States affect USU in general, but your College in particular?

[07:54]
KW:

Yeah. It really was—I don't know if it's too strong to say a gamechanger, but it really was, I think,
a real gamechanger both from the College as well as Extension standpoint. At that time, nobody
was really quite sure. I mean, you know, we have the antiviral—I have the advantage of having
the antiviral group that's a part of my college, so what I did very early on in March when we were
starting to hear about what was happening in February or what was likely to happen, probably,
that very first week of March, I was able to get a luncheon scheduled with the director of that
institute, John Morrey.
And John, you know, has been a virologist here on campus—well, he was here before I came in
1991, so he's got a substantial amount of background. And, also, it was—I am not sure
anybody—there are two things that I'm not really sure anybody on this campus, with the
exception of our president and a couple other people, really understood, that we really, as an
institution, had a huge advantage.
One was that we actually had the Institute for Antiviral Research, and one of their approved
viruses were the SARS [Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome] viruses. Okay? They were already
a recognized federal entity that anyone who had any type of antiviral that they felt worked against
SARS were the—that group is the recognized NIH testing site for both in vitro and in vivo testing
for SARS.
And the other, the second thing that—was the fact that we had the Utah Veterinary Diagnostic
Laboratory that was here under the College's umbrella, that serves as the statewide veterinary
diagnostic testing service for all clinicians throughout the state of Utah. And, again, those
obviously played into being extremely fortuitous, you know, levels of expertise as well as entities
as we went through COVID.

[10:23]
But John was great. He sat down and he really, quite honestly, back in that first week in March of
whenever it was—I guess it was '20—really articulated exactly how things were going to go
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based on, you know, the experience they had with SARS-1 as well as MERS [Middle East
Respiratory Syndrome] and some of those. And, you know, he indicated probably—he suspected
that the mortality rate would be relatively low, which, in fact, outside of certain very specific
populations, that's proven true. And it would be highly contagious.
And he also kind of, at that time, predicted, you know, the pandemic would be over when we
started to see a variant emerge that was very mild as far as symptoms went and was highly
contagious. I mean, you know, and he reminded me, which I realized based on my background,
that, you know, viruses have to have a host, so it's not in their best interest to kill the host, right?
So, you know, when you first make that transition from one host over to a new host, that
adjustment period, it can be quite devastating to the new host, but, obviously, the virus needs to
mutate and change very rapidly so that it can sustain itself in a new host.
[11:58]
And, frankly, if you look at what's happened, you know, in the past two and a half years, that's
really—we got to Omicron, and it's pretty much kind of started to taper off as far as—not
necessarily that people aren't concerned, but the level of concern relative to, "Could this kill me?"
has kind of backed off a little bit, I think. So it was really advantageous to visit with John. I mean,
you know, within—I think by April of 2020 that group had received, if I remember correctly,
about a two and a half million dollar NIH award to study both in vitro as well as an animal model
for the SARS-2 or what's been commonly referred to the COVID virus.
And so those guys were, very early on, working on this and had, you know—and I can recall
there have been multiple times when the president had various members of that team give updates
to the stabilization team. And, you know, it's been really helpful to have that level of expertise
here on campus, to be able to rely on help. Get rid of some of the black boxes and greyness of
what to expect and how to treat these things. You know, that was from the College side. Then, of
course, the idea, as I recall—you'll probably know better than I—but as I recall, we all got
together on what I think was a Zoom meeting. Maybe in those days it was Webex, or maybe we
had just transitioned to Zoom.
TW:

It was Webex.

KW:

Yeah. And we basically were making a decision on, say, a Wednesday or Thursday to figure out
how we were going to convert to remote on the following Monday. And I remember thinking, oh
my gosh, how am I going to talk to my colleagues and convince them that, you know, this is
going to be okay? But we did it. And, of course, I'll just remind you of what I said earlier that,
you know, we have a lot: you know, the pre-vet program, some of the other programs that we
have, the landscape architecture, environmental design, you know, the OPDD [Outdoor Product
Design & Development], all of these programs, the dietetics program. All of these programs are
really hands-on programs.

[14:37]
I mean, the dietetics students really got really impacted because part of their program is going and
spending time in hospitals and nursing homes. Well, that all got immediately contracted, you
know, pulled back, and they were trying to deal with delays in their programs because they
couldn't get the hours they needed to be able to work in those clinical aspects. And then to add on
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top of that all those technical—building construction, welding, you know, nurse's aide, farm
techs, all of those programs, and then some, that are down in that southeast area.
To be able to come up with scenarios of how we could—and aviation, for heaven sakes. Who's
going to fly in a plane where the pilot's been trained remotely, right? "Oye! I used the joystick.
We had a great time, Gunfight." Or whatever the, you know, flying simulator is. Yeah. So, you
know, to go and go from a Thursday to a Monday. Now, honestly, we didn't have all of the bugs
worked out. But, honestly, I want to say within really a short time, 10 days to 2 weeks, we'd
adopted all of these protocols that we were going to live under at least for the end—what we
thought at the time might be for the end of the semester, and then hopefully go back to
quote/unquote "normal" in the fall which, obviously, turned out to be a pipe dream.
[16:17]
And it was just phenomenal. All these protocols that faculty came up with, again, to address, you
know, how do you deal with a student and an instructor who are confined into a small cockpit of a
little trainer plane? And, you know, how are you going to work with kids that need to come in
and learn how to drive a semi, and you're locked into a cab with them and, you know, to weld and
all of these things?
So I was really almost speechless and extremely proud of the faculty that we had—sorry—and
the commitment that they showed to helping our students be able to continue to learn under these
very unusual circumstances. Just stunningly impressed with how much they bent over backwards
to accommodate and to come up with innovative solutions for all these things and be able to carry
the load for what wasn't just weeks or a few months but actually turned out to be an extremely,
you know, drawn out process that, you know, I mean, it's just, you know—I think this past two
and a half years has probably aged most faculty five to seven years just because of all the
concern, all the worry, all the having to be flexible.
[18:01]
You know, I've always, as I've been in this position and I've sat down with literally probably
hundreds of job applicants for faculty positions in both Extension and the College, you know, one
of the things that I've made as far as an observation, particularly—it goes true with both groups—
but that idea that our faculty have this in some ways unusual, inherent commitment to their roles
and to the land grant mission. And just that unfailing commitment to students was really validated
with how I saw the faculty respond to this, by any stretch of the imagination, was just an
unbelievable set of circumstances that they had to be able to perform and help our students stay
on track and learn.
And then on the Extension side, yeah, I had a director that fortuitously probably—I want to say it
was late fall of 2019. I had decided, in consultation with others on my leadership team, that what
we really needed, because of the—and you know, if you understand Extension, Extension really
is funded by federal dollars, state dollars, and then county dollars. And it became apparent to me
that we were kind of losing—when county commissioners were being elected, new
commissioners, we were now in a generation where it wasn't a guarantee that that commissioner
had had experience with Extension.
[19:55]
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I mean, up to that point, most of the prior generation had either participated in 4-H, or they'd
asked for Extension's help in some way with agriculture or natural resources questions, somebody
to come out and mediate, you know, animal units on public lands, you know, some of the
gardening questions and this. But we were now faced with a generation that really didn't
understand that and have that experience.
So in that fall of 2019, I had appointed a very talented lady who was our Salt Lake County
director. I had actually given her a statewide assignment of, essentially, community and county
relations and working with—well, that turned out to be a spot of unintended brilliance because
she helped me monitor—because, as you may or may not have realized, almost every county in
the state had varying levels of COVID policies. Okay?
I mean, probably Salt Lake and maybe Summit Counties were some of the most—however you
want to refer to those—restrictive—or what's the right word, prescribed?—to places like Piute
and some of those where I'm not sure they even, you know—and so, because of the fact that all of
these off-campus Extension faculty are located in, for the most part, county office buildings, we
were under the umbrella of whatever that county's guidelines were. Okay?
[21:51]
So we had to walk that line of not necessarily—USU policies that were enforced here in Logan
were not necessarily equally applied throughout the state in our Extension buildings because they
were in fact were not our buildings. I mean, with the exception of, at the time, the Kaysville
Extension office, none of the rest of them were our buildings. So I had almost a daily meeting
with Andrea to get the most recent updates of who were going, you know, wanting to close down.
Obviously, some of the offices closed down. The counties didn't want anybody to come in to any
public places, so we closed down.
Others of the county, other counties, were a little less in that realm of thinking, but I think
virtually every county at some point shut down. And it may have been—because I can't
remember. Again, you may be able to help me out, but I think wasn't there at one time we went
through either federal or state lockdown, and that was everybody lived under that protocol. But
then again, I think some of them started opening up. And then, again, Andrea and I had to talk
almost on a daily basis to say, "Okay, who do we have to worry about? Who's positive and
shutdown" and, you know, all those types of things?
Then, of course, we found—so there are bad parts of COVID, but there were also good parts of
COVID. Because one of the things that we found on the Extension side through COVID is that
we reintroduced Extension to a whole new generation of clientele that didn't know a thing about it
but were coming to us to figure out, okay, what can I do for mental health? What can I do for—
okay. I've never done a garden, but now I want to do a garden because it gives me something to
do. Well, they suddenly found this Extension resource and realized, where's this been?
[24:16]
And so now they've come to us and really, in many counties, many communities, and certainly in
the ones that maybe were less sensitive to what Extension could provide, have really moved up
the priority list as far as the source of good, unbiased information. And so that's been a real
positive opportunity that's been created out of COVID. By the same token, we also had the
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generation that, "Wha? Face to face. That's the only thing I—face to face." Well, you know, those
folks, whether it was because of they had to or, from a religious standpoint, that was the only way
they could stay in contact with their religion. However, we had a whole generation that had told
us they'd never be doing anything online that suddenly has now morphed and figured out, hey,
actually there's some advantages to being able to do some of these things online.
So, again, it's created new opportunities, particularly on the Extension side, to be able to handle
this. You know, I also think that from the College, it's created opportunities for us to understand,
you know, there's some courses that we actually might be able to continue to offer in a little bit
different format or, at least, not necessarily replace the face to face but provide an additional
resource to be able to strengthen our capacity, to be able to provide and expand capacity for our
students. And I think, you know, those are some positive things that we'll hang on to as we move
forward.
[26:10]
You know, it was just—I mean, it got to a point where I almost hated to watch for my emails
because, you know, one time I remember, you know, we had a positive case, and we had to shut
down the airport for about a month, disinfect everything. And when I say everything, I mean the
hangar, the little reception area as well as all of the planes, all of the cockpits and things. And,
you know, that obviously impacted a lot of students adversely, but once again, once we were
open, the faculty created more opportunities and more availability to be able to help them catch
up after that was done.
There was just a lot of things. Trying to—what was the next shoe that was going to drop, and how
were we going to figure out a way to navigate that and be able to address that issue? And, again,
the times kind of merged together these last few years, but I think it was the summer where, you
know, a couple of us realized, the light went off in our head and said, you know, actually, I don't
think it's going to be too much of an issue for us to actually convert—that may have been the
summer of '20, okay?—to convert our diagnostic laboratory into a CLIA-approved [Clinical
Laboratory Improvement Amendments] testing facility for human COVID. And, sure enough,
once again, we got together, I want to say, in May with the idea.
[27:53]
And we were hoping by September—September, I think we were—had the capability of testing,
but I don't think we were finally CLIA-approved until maybe early October. That as well as Dr.
Roper's waste testing really saved the day for us because the waste management group could say,
"Okay, we're getting a hot. It's got to be from this place or that place." So then we could go and
have those residents in that hall go to our testing facility, get the test. We had them quickly. I
mean, some of the local facilities for those PCRs [Polymerase Chain Reaction], it was like two
days minimum, four days maybe that it was taking. If a student went down there and gave a
sample in the morning, we had the results back to them before 5:00. And same thing if they came
in in the afternoon. First thing the next morning, we were reaching out to let them know what.
And so, it was really that plus, you know, the waste testing, just several things I think really made
a huge difference in our ability to be able to respond. I think those are some things that are
important for us to put in our institutional memory for the next pandemic, which I'm sure—I hate
to say it, but, you know, over 60 percent of the human diseases originate in animals. And, you
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know, we've got a lot more pets. We're people that are now getting more interfacing with wild
animals. You know, we'll be looking at another pandemic, and it probably won't take as long. It
won't be as long between—what was it?—1918 and the 2020. It'll probably not be that long
before we face the—I hope I'm wrong, but I don't think so.
[30:04]
TW:

Nope. I hope so too. Dr. White, what about the research that your faculty and students—how was
it impacted by COVID, especially beginning in that spring 2020 semester?

KW:

Yeah. So, again, we had to be very cautious. We wanted to make sure we kept our students in
very safe, as low risk environment as possible. I mean, in some respects, the types of research we
do actually resulted in students working in cleaner, more aseptic environments. Okay? So that
was really on the plus side. Plus you'd look at some of the other things. Like, for example, the
plant soils and climate folks, they collect data in many cases outside. And so we were able, we
were fortuitous because no one ever designated farm labor as nonessential. It was always
essential category.
So we felt we were comfortable, and I felt comfortable that we would never—we would not
necessarily ever be severely impacted at our experiment station farms, and that was actually
proven out. And, you know, the social distancing—I mean, the things that we had to worry about
more were the things, the simple questions like, okay, so how does a faculty member and three
students get down to the Kaysville farm to collect samples? What protocol would we put together
to be able to, going from here down to there, keep them as low, minimal risk as possible?

[31:57]
Because once they got on the farm, they were more than socially distanced. They were out in the
open air and sunlight, and all those things are not conducive to virus survival. So it was more of
when they were either in the laboratory or when they were transported to the farm or the outdoor
laboratory where we had to come up with protocols that were appropriate and minimized risk. We
immediately asked all of our students, undergraduate, graduates, and anybody who was
participating in research that was done in the laboratory to utilize masks because it was just too
difficult to socially distance and do all those things. You know, so, really, the mask provided a
good, helpful tool to be able to reduce risks.
I can't give you exact numbers, but by virtue of the fact that I can't remember very—I think we
did one or two extensions on a graduate student program, so very minimal impacts. We were able
keep our students moving through, so that was positive. Actually, the interesting thing is last two
years have been astonishing years for our college as far as extramural funding. I mean, I don't
know whether faculty had more time to write the grants and put them out, but we're going to go
over—we're currently over 40 million dollars. Last year, we were over, I think, 30 million. Prior
to that, I think our record year was 24 million, maybe.
So from that aspect, it's been a positive as far as faculty and graduate students being able to
accomplish a lot on the research side even during COVID. It's been pretty remarkable.
[34:15]
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TW:

And the college did receive some CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security]
money, right, for the lab testing?

KW:

We did. I mean, lab testing was essentially for the diagnostic lab. I think all of that was
essentially funded through CARES money, you know, including, you know, the expertise. We
had to have a person who had experience handling—I mean, we got a bunch of people that are
experienced with the PCR and the technology. That was not and never has been an issue. The
critical thing for us was identifying someone who had that working knowledge about the
technology but also had experience handling human samples. But, again, we found somebody
here on campus that was—

TW:

Valerie Crowley?

KW:

Yeah. She was originally I think on IRB [Institutional Review Board] group and, you know, she
moved down there and really played a huge role in making that happen. Yeah.

TW:

So in the academic year 2020-2021, fall 2020, when the students were coming back, what
exactly—how were the classes structured? I know there was definitely social distancing, maskwearing. How did your department heads and your faculty—and what was the good word you
passed down or passed around?

KW:

Yeah. You know, number one is I asked all the department heads to be sensitive to faculty and
watch for—because, again, I mean, it's been pretty stressful, that transition in the spring of '20.
And then when we got to fall, everybody I think was a bit disappointed because it was going to be
more of the same. And so, you know, I was concerned with, kind of, you know, careful with
mental health. Yeah.

[36:22]
And then, you know, faculty had to be, once again, flexible and adaptable because, you know,
some classes had very little impact because they were of a class size where they could find what
would have normally been a hundred person that would house 30 students. But others were really
impacted heavily, and so we were basically working on keeping our fingers crossed and trying to
do everything we possibly could.
And I can remember. I tried to make a big push to message to our students and have faculty
message to our students that, look, we're in this together. Regardless of what you think, what you
believe, whatever, let's just follow the guidelines that we have, mask and disinfect and socially
distance so that we can guarantee that we don't have to go remote like we did last spring. And we
tried really hard to message that to all of our students. Frankly, I think I had one time where I had
to go in and ask students to kindly, you know, spread out, too many students in a room. But
everybody did, I mean, for the most part, a great job of respecting one another and wearing masks
and respecting what we asked them to do.
[38:02]
And really from the standpoint of how well—I mean, I thought things actually, for fall '20, spring
'21, went unbelievably better than I ever had dreamt they would go. Not to say that we didn't have
hiccups and bruised toes, but we were able to get through that academic year in really stellar
fashion. And then I remember, again, I probably—if you remember, I think it was the president
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said, "We're going to go back in June, and then everybody coming back officially by August," but
that was then about the time Omicron showed up and started. I'm thinking, oh my gosh.
And I can remember retreats were in that, whatever, second week of August, and I can remember
some colleagues, you know, kind of cancelling and transitioning to remote retreats. I felt deep
down inside that—I just felt like, if I did that, based on the culture of my faculty, they would have
felt like we had failed. So we had access to a unique venue, the airplane hangars out at the airport.
They're huge, lots of air movement. We put a gob of tables out there and socially distanced and
encouraged people to wear masks and then also provided a remote option for those that felt like
they were at higher risk or had circumstances where they didn't want to take a chance.
[40:03]
And we went forward with the in-face kind of hybrid meeting, and I had record turnout of faculty
at that thing. And, really, we disseminated information, but the main purpose of the meeting was
really to celebrate their contribution to helping get us through. I mean, I had a barbecue. We had
beef and all kinds of stuff. And it was just a lot of fun, and I think that kicked this past fall of '21
off and did a great job I think of helping reassure faculty and staff that, you know, you've done an
awesome job. I think we're getting close to where we're, you know, going to be done with this.
Let's just keep going. Use good judgement. Keep helping one another out.
You know, that was the other thing that we really tried to focus on was, look, pay attention to one
another. Understand we're all in this together. Look and see. If you see a colleague that you need
to, for whatever reason, in whatever way, help them out, just jump in. Don't ask for an invitation.
Just jump in. And that was kind of what we tried to—the theme we tried to carry through in our
retreat was, look, we're all in this together. We need to help each other out. We need to
understand everybody's going to need some help at some point. Let's just take the stereotypes
down. Let's just go forward and just be great colleagues and help one another out and watch out
for one another. Again, I think the fall went really well.
[41:59]
On the Extension side, I want to say that I think—Andrew could tell you an exact number, but I
think in order for us to do Extension programming during this period of time from, you know,
when the doors opened in '20 to, you know, when we stopped this, probably, in—I think it was
the fall of this year or maybe summer. It was the summer when we thought we were out of it.
Okay. June-ish of '21. We had to submit—so we were going to have, let's say, a STEM [Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics] 4-H meeting. Our faculty had to submit, submit
them to Andrea. I had to review any of them that were not kind of—anything that was out of the
ordinary that we hadn't, at this point—I mean, early on, I reviewed everything.
But after about the first 100 to—we kind of figured out kind of a standard protocol, and anybody
that fit that standard protocol, I didn't have to review. Anything that was an exception or was
trying to do something different, I had to review, and those would be submitted to the safety
committee, right? I think by the time we got to that end of spring of 2021, we had done over 640
of those approvals from our faculty. And then ever since that early June deadline of 2021, we've
still incorporated the same principles that we use for all that time when we were filling out those
requests for approval, but we didn't have to fill out the actual request, right? Again, unless it was
something that was unusual or something we hadn't dealt with in the previous, you know, 16
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months, 18 months. And then we would actually reach out to the safety committee, so a huge
amount of work on the Extension side.
[44:24]
You know, those folks just weathered the storm beautifully and, again, I did kind of the same
thing. Our annual meeting on the Extension side is usually in March, and so this March of 2022
had kind of a similar thing where we went down to, you know, Thanksgiving Point, and we had
the Natural History Museum, IMAX movie, and we went to Topgolf. We did a lot of stuff that
reengaged, that provided networking times.
Because understanding that a tremendous number of new faculty—we had hired faculty, keep in
mind, throughout this whole time. I told you that huge turnover in retirement, well, that went on
during the pandemic. Okay? We hired people who'd never set foot in the county they were going
to work in during the pandemic and had really not ever met most of the other faculty in our offcampus Extension group. And so that was, like, the opportunity this past March where they all
came face to face with one another, and so we created a lot of opportunities for them to interact
and reengage and, in some cases, to actually officially meet for the first time.
[46:02]
Once again, record turnout, record participation of both off-campus Extension faculty as well as
on-campus Extension faculty that participated in that. I've never had as many emails, as many text
messages, as many verbal messages thanking me for—or thanking us for the type of annual
conference we generated. Because, again, I think one of the big things that people have missed,
regardless of whether it's Extension, whether it's a conventional college, is that colleaguecolleague interaction, you know, interfacing, interacting.
I mean, you know, some of my best research projects have come out of walking out of the
hallway down the office and, "Let's go get a beverage or whatever. I got something I need to talk
to you about." Next thing you know, we got a project going. And that was just removed. I mean,
it just—we had two and a half years where that didn't really exist, and now we're finding
ourselves realizing that, man, we got to make up for lost time.
TW:

I have to ask, what were the conversations at a president exec or at the stabilization committee—
you may have been in some of those, the task force—how and where did you participate, and
what kind of information was disseminated from those meetings?

[47:45]
KW:

Yeah. I mean, those were always an atmosphere of, "Here's the issue. How do we address it? How
do we figure it out?" And, you know, I want to say everybody kind of forgot about role or titles,
and everybody just jumped in with comments. Really, we threw all the things on the table and
then figured out what we needed to keep, what we could push off the table. I mean, I think it was
with the stabilization meetings where we first started talking about the ability to create the testing
facilities and resources. And then, you know, a smaller group of us met almost daily to come up
with, you know, all the contacts and do all the legwork.
You know, I even had a faculty member who would drive one of the university trucks down to
Salt Lake to the health department to pick up some supplies, testing supplies that had been
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approved, that had come in, you know, from the COVID response team nationally. And then we
went—you know, he'd drive down and just pick them up and brought them back. You know,
that's pretty much how everything went.
I mean, I don't really remember, although, obviously, it might have happened. But in the context
of any of these groups that I was involved with, I don't ever remember just one person saying,
"This is what we need to do." It was like, "Well, what about this? What about that? Well, I think
this is the"—and then somebody would look up the CDC [Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention], and then we'd all kind of throw this stuff out on the table, and then we'd come away
with a plan and a certain route to make that plan happen.
[50:01]
So I think it was a great example of—once again, I think—I mean, I know how LSU [Louisiana
State University] worked. I know at USU. I don't know every place, but, you know, from what I
do know just from colleagues, I mean, it was a perfect example of what I like to refer to as almost
the perfect collegiality and environment to cooperate that we, in my 31 years at USU, have seen
almost on a daily basis. That effort of people, faculty, staff, whomever, wanting to come together
to solve problems, work together to find the best solution.
This was the poster child for that culture in action when it was most needed. I mean, there weren't
anybody worrying about who was going to get credit or who was going to—it was, "Okay. What
do we need to do to figure this out because we got to be able to have students here. We have to be
able to teach our students. We have to be able to show a high quality education, so how do we get
to that point?" And we figured it out. Very proud to be affiliated with an institution like this.
TW:

So what changes made as a result of the coronavirus will remain permanent, and which ones may
cease?

KW:

Yeah. I think what you're going find is, I mean—I think you're going to find—at least, I hope that
you're going to find more people feeling at ease to use masks, for example. Unarguably, I think
that's one of the reasons why, in the past couple of years, we've seen almost negligible flu. I think
it's because some of the practices that we've used: frequently cleaning hands, mask use, you
know, if somebody's not feeling quite right, putting a mask on. And those types of things, I think
you'll see more commonplace. I mean, I know before the pandemic, I'd take trips to Southeast
Asia, and it was very familiar to see people in the public wearing masks. That's not going to be
that unusual anymore.

[52:35]
I think the other thing that I hope continues to be a focus is this idea of, you know—lose that idea
of, you know, working through. You know, if you don't feel well, do everybody a favor including
yourself, and stay home. Get checked out. Figure out what it is before you come back. I mean, we
have got a technology—again, to answer your question, we have got the ability that, if I'm not
feeling well, but I have things I feel like I've got to do, I can make one phone call and transition
every one of my face-to-face meetings to a Zoom. Okay?
So I think my hope is we keep that flexibility. We keep that tool in our portfolio to utilize
strategically. I've also, you know, again, with Extension, I've got administrators who are very
different, in various different places in the state. One of the things that I tried to convince some of
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them before this was it was okay to not spend face time driving here to have a meeting. Well,
guess what? I don't really have to, you know, push that much anymore. They figured out that,
actually, we can have just as quality a meeting on Zoom, and they can save those two to four to
whatever hours of drive time and apply those to other aspects of their job.
[54:23]
So, again, that's something that I think we'll continue to see is strategic uses of virtual access. I
think that's going to be true on the campus side as well. Although, don't get me wrong. I think one
of the things that brings students to Utah State University even though it's maybe more costly
because they have to pay for housing, they have to pay—you know, our tuition may be more than
what a Weber or a SUU [Southern Utah University] or whatever is, but they come here for the
culture and the experience, that added hutzpah of what we offer here. So that's always I think
going to be critical for us as the state's only land grant to keep our—and it's also those
experiential experiences and the way we teach those students that lead them to get some of the
best jobs when they leave here and go launch into very successful careers.
In my opinion, we never want to get away from that, but I think that we've learned some things
through the pandemic that will allow us to strategically use some of the tools that we really
refined during the pandemic because we couldn't be face to face. We refined those where it could
become a tool that, if a student needs to, you know, we can use that to augment what we—the
nuts and bolts, the bricks and mortar of what an education has become or what they expect from
Utah State University.
TGRW: So you speak to the, you know, the end mental impact, even the physical health impact, aging
five to seven years in two for some of your faculty as well as, you know, student response to
moving to remote in very hands-on environments. Do you have any specific stories to relate to
that?
[56:29]
KW:

I mean, I guess—that's a great question. Let me think. A couple of things. I was astonished when
I found out that, over the heart of the pandemic, we had actually successfully completed as many
or more pilots than we had outside the pandemic. I don't know how we did that. Okay. But I
know it had to be due to some extremely talented faculty and staff that really broke their neck to
make sure that they were available for our students.
The other one that I think stuck out in my mind—I just, you know—whatever, 23rd of March, we
had our annual student banquet. And we have an unbelievable welding program down at Price. I
mean, unbelievable. Okay? These kids, you know, they go to this national competition, and the
team as well as individuals will win first place and so on and so forth. Well, guess what? I
announced that we had, once again, one of our students who'd won the first place of this
international welding competition, and our welding team had once again placed I think second or
third overall.

[58:16]
Again, just a testament of the fact that, you know, we didn't lose quality. We maintained our
quality under some of the most unbelievable—I mean, if you would have told me what we were
going to have to go through over the last two years, I never would have believed it. And I
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certainly never would have predicted that we could keep the number of pilots going out
unimpacted, the number of welders still at an extremely high quality. I would have said,
"Impossible," but we did it.
TGRW: Hmm. So speaking of the successes there, what have been the most significant lessons you've
taken away from this, personally or professionally or both?
KW:

Yeah. I think from my perspective, my 30,000-foot observation, I think you never can take—you
can never—not take advantage—you can never take for granted some of the resources that we
have and our ability to be able to interact and be able to teach face to face. Those relationships are
extremely valuable. And I think, quite frankly, at one level or another, all of us have been—our
mental health has been taxed. I'll just put it that way.

[59:58]
And I think it's become—I was kind of a what would traditionally be called a workaholic to the
"Nth" power. Okay? I mean, I'm a night, weekend—and I think what the pandemic has done for
me is help me realize that, you know, that's not probably a very healthy lifestyle and that, you
know, I've taken more opportunity in the last two and a half years than I have in the 40 years or
more that I've been doing this. Well, not quite 40 years, but 35, 36 years.
I've taken more time away, you know, just doing things outdoors and whatever than I ever did at
any other time in my whole career, and I think that's changed me. That's what the pandemic's
done to me. I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing, but we'll find out. Interview me in
another two or three years, and I'll try and tell you.
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic at Utah
State?

KW:

No. Only that I hope—I mean, I hope the next pandemic at least comes after I've stepped away
from this position because I don't really want to—I have no desire to go back and do a redo. But,
yeah, I hope that—I mean, hopefully, one of the purposes of you doing this is for somebody down
the road to be able to reference this and realize that, you know, this was a pretty good model on
how to handle this, and maybe we ought to pick some things up.
And not necessarily that we did everything perfect or we did everything exactly the right way, but
we did everything pretty dang well. And, certainly, there's some things that we could improve on,
but, frankly, if you started where we left off, you'd have a pretty good start on dealing with the
next pandemic.

TW:

Dr. White, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

KW:

You're welcome. Thank you.

[End recording – 01:02:41]
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